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Nazis seem to be everywhere these days. I don’t mean self-proclaimed neo-Nazis. I’m talking about folks being 
labeled as Nazis, Hitler, Gestapo, Goering — take your pick — by their political opponents. American politicians 
from across the ideological spectrum, influential media figures, and ordinary people on social media casually use 
Holocaust terminology to bash anyone or any policy with which they disagree. The takedown is so common that 


it’s even earned its own term, reductio ad Hitlerum. 


This trend is far from new, but it is escalating at a disturbing rate in increasingly polarized times. The Holocaust 
has become shorthand for good vs. evil; it is the epithet to end all epithets. And the current environment of rapid 
fire online communication and viral memes lends itself particularly well to this sort of sloppy analogizing. 


Worse, it allows it to spread more widely and quickly. 


This oversimplified approach to complex history is dangerous. When conducted with integrity and rigor, the 
study of history raises more questions than answers. And as the most extensively documented crime the world 
has ever seen, the Holocaust offers an unmatched case study in how societies fall apart, in the immutability of 
human nature, in the dangers of unchecked state power. It is more than European or Jewish history. It is human 
history. Almost 40 years ago, the United States Congress chartered a Holocaust memorial on the National Mall 


for precisely this reason: The questions raised by the Holocaust transcend all divides. 


Neither the political right nor left has a monopoly on exploiting the six million Jews murdered in a state- 
sponsored, systematic campaign of genocide to demonize or intimidate their political opponents. Recently, some 
conservative media figures explicitly likened Parkland, FL students advocating for tightened gun control to 
Hitler Youth, operating in the service of a shadowy authoritarian conspiracy. This allegation included splicing 
images of these students onto historical film footage of Nazi rallies, reflecting the ease with which many 
Americans associate the sound of German shouting with a threat to personal liberties. A state representative in 


Minnesota joined the online bandwagon in these accusations. 


Perhaps most popular this year have been accusations of “Nazism” and “fascism” against federal authorities for 
their treatment of children separated from their parents at the US border with Mexico. “Remember, other 
governments put kids in camps,” is a typical rallying cry from some immigration advocates. Even a person as 
well versed in the tenuous balance between national security and compassion, the former head of the CIA, took 
to Twitter to criticize federal policies toward illegal migrants using a black and white photo of the iconic train 
tracks leading the Auschwitz-Birkenau killing center. Nazi comparisons have also been leveled against the 
federal government in connection with a travel ban on individuals from predominantly Muslim countries. 
Animal rights proponents have consistently decried what they call “the Holocaust on your plate” in critiquing 


today’s meat industry. The list goes on. 


It is all too easy to forget that there are many people still alive for whom the Holocaust is not “history,” but their 
life story and that of their families. These are not abstract tragedies on call to win an argument or an election. 
They carry the painful memories of the brutal murder of a cherished baby boy, the rape of a beloved sister, the 


parents arrested and never seen again. 


As the Holocaust recedes in time, some Americans (and Europeans) are becoming increasingly casual and 
disrespectful to the mass murder of millions. More dangerous, today the internet disseminates insensitive or 
hateful remarks with unprecedented ease and influence. Online discussions tend to encourage extreme opinions; 


they allow people to live in echo chambers of their own ideologies and peers. Weimar Germany — the period 


between the First World War and the Nazi rise to power — is an exemplar of the threats that emerge when the 


political center fails to hold, when social trust is allowed to erode and the fissures exploited. 


Quality Holocaust education may have the potential to bridge some of the divides our nation is experiencing. It 
enables people to pause. To step away from the problems and debates of the present. To be challenged by this 
catastrophic event of the past. That is what good history education does. It doesn’t preach. It teaches. It engages 
at a personal level. It promotes self-reflection and critical thinking about the world and one’s own roles and 
responsibilities. That engagement is lost when we resort to grossly simplified Holocaust analogies. And it 


demeans the memory of the dead. 


Writing in 1953, the British novelist L.P. Hartley said “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently 
there.” Comparing and categorizing are natural human impulses. We all use categories and analogies to navigate 
through life. But the nature of Nazi crimes demands that we study the evidence, alert ourselves to warning signs, 
wrestle with the world’s moral failure. When we reduce it to a flattened morality tale, we forfeit the chance to 


learn from its horrific specificity. We lose sight of the ordinary human choices that made genocide possible. 


Careless Holocaust analogies may demonize, demean, and intimidate their targets. But there is a cost for all of us 
because they distract from the real issues challenging our society, because they shut down productive, 
thoughtful discourse. At a time when our country needs dialogue more than ever, it is especially dangerous to 
exploit the memory of the Holocaust as a rhetorical cudgel. We owe the survivors more than that. And we owe 


ourselves more than that. 


To: 
Sara Bloomfield, Director, U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 
Andrew Hollinger, Director of Communications, U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 


Dr. Lisa Leff, Director, Mandel Center for Advanced Holocaust Studies, U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum 


Dr. Peter Hayes, Chair, Academic Committee, U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 

We were just informed that Dr. Hayes stepped down as Chair of the Academic Committee on 
30 May 2019. 

CORRECTION: Dr. Wendy Lower, Chair, Academic Committee, U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum 


1 July 2019 


Dear Directors Bloomfield, Hollinger, Leff and Chair Lower: 


We are scholars who strongly support the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Many 
of us write on the Holocaust and genocide; we have researched in the USHMM'’s library and 
archives or served as fellows or associated scholars; we have been grateful for the 
Museum's support and intellectual community. Many of us teach the Holocaust at our 
universities, and have drawn on the Museum’s online resources. We support the Museum’s 
programs from workshops to education. 


We are deeply concerned about the Museum's recent “Statement Regarding the Museum’s 
Position on Holocaust Analogies." We write this public letter to urge its retraction. 


Scholars in the Humanities and Social Sciences rely on careful and responsible analysis, 
contextualization, comparison and argumentation to answer questions about the past and the 
present. By “unequivocally rejecting efforts to create analogies between the Holocaust and 
other events, whether historical or contemporary,” the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum is taking a radical position that is far removed from mainstream scholarship on the 
Holocaust and genocide. And it makes learning from the past almost impossible. 


The Museum’s decision to completely reject drawing any possible analogies to the 
Holocaust, or to the events leading up to it, is fundamentally ahistorical. It has the potential to 
inflict severe damage on the Museum’s ability to continue its role as a credible, leading 
global institution dedicated to Holocaust memory, Holocaust education, and research in the 
field of Holocaust and genocide studies. The very core of Holocaust education is to alert the 
public to dangerous developments that facilitate human rights violations and pain and 
suffering; pointing to similarities across time and space is essential for this task. 


Looking beyond the academic context, we are well aware of the many distortions and 
inaccuracies, intentional or not, that frame contemporary discussions of the Holocaust. We 
are not only scholars. We are global citizens who participate in public discourse, as does the 


Museum as an institution, and its staff. We therefore consider it essential that the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum reverse its position on careful historical analysis and 
comparison. We hope the Museum continues to help scholars establish the Holocaust’s 

significance as an event from which the world must continue to learn. 
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* First signatories marked with an asterisk 
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University 


Erika Hughes, Senior Lecturer in Drama and Performance, University of Portsmouth, UK; 
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Columbia University 
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Steffen Jost, Head of Education Department, Dachau Concentration Camp Memorial Site, 
Germany 


Jonathan Judaken, Spence L. Wilson Chair in the Humanities, Rhodes College 
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Laurel Leff, Associate Professor of Journalism, Northeastern University 
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Okanagan; Humboldt Fellow 
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David Luebke, Professor of History, University of Oregon 


* Aliza Luft, Assistant Professor of Sociology, University of California, Los Angeles 
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Margaret Eleanor Menninger, Associate Professor of History, Texas State University 
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Holocaust 
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Resource Center, Stockton University 
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Michelle Moyd, Associate Professor of History, Indiana University Bloomington 
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Stanford University 
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University, Denmark 
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Margaret Olin, Senior Research Scholar, Department of Religious Studies, Program in 
Judaic Studies, Yale University 


Annamaria Orla-Bukowska, Associate Professor, Institute of Sociology at the Jagiellonian 
University, Krakow and at the Graduate School of Social Research, Warsaw, Poland 
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participant in Hess Seminar 2011, USHMM; Hess Seminar Follow-Up Scholar, 2012 
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Andrew Joseph Pegoda, Ph.D., Women’s, Gender, Sexuality Studies Program; Department 
of Comparative Cultural Studies; Department of English, University of Houston 


Robert Jan van Pelt, University Professor, School of Architecture, University of Waterloo, 
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Devin Pendas, Professor of History, Boston College; Judith B. and Burton P. Resnick 
Fellowship at the CAHS, 2007-08; co-organizer of the summer research seminar, “Jews and 
the Law in Modern Europe: Emancipation, Destruction, Reconstruction,” USHMM, 2011 


Heather R. Perry, Associate Professor of History; University of North Carolina at Charlotte 
Terrence G. Peterson, Assistant Professor of History, Florida International University 
Joanne Pettitt, Lecturer in Comparative Literature, University of Kent, UK 


Toni Pitock, Assistant Professor of History, Co-Director of Judaic Studies Program, Drexel 
University 


Anna Veronica Pobbe, Ph.D. Candidate, University of Trento, Italy; IFZ Fellow 2019 
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Institute of Technology 


Keith Pomakoy, Vice President of Academic and Student Affairs, The State University of 
New York, Sullivan 
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Patrice G. Poutrus, Ph.D., Research Fellow, Universitat Erfurt, Germany 
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Norway 
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University 
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University, Ottawa, Canada 
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University 


Celia E. Rabinowitz, Dean of Mason Library, Keene State College 

Michaela Raggam-Blesch, Institute of Contemporary History, University of Vienna, Austria 
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Eric Rauchway, Professor of History, University of California, Davis 


lan Reifowitz, Professor of Historical Studies, The State University of New York, Empire 
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Donald F. Reindl, Assistant Professor of Translation, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia, 
James Retallack, University Professor, Department of History, University of Toronto, Canada 
Daniel P. Reynolds, Seth Richards Professor in Modern Languages, Grinnell College 

Jeff Rice, Senior Lecturer, Political Science, Northwestern University 


Curits Richardson, Research Fellow, Center for Slavic, East European and Eurasian Studies, 
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; former Silberman Fellow 
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Michael Riff, Ph.D., Director, The Gross Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies, 
Ramapo College of New Jersey 
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Papers Project, Caltech; 2011-2012 Ben and Zelda Cohen International Tracing Service 
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Aron Rodrigue, Daniel E. Koshland Professor in Jewish Culture and History, Stanford 
University, 2003-2004 Ina Levine Senior Scholar in Residence 


Devorah Romanek, Curator of Exhibits, The Maxwell Museum of Anthropology, Albuquerque, 
NM 


Sven-Erik Rose, Associate Professor of German and of Comparative Literature, University of 
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Katherine Roseau, Assistant Professor of French, Mercer University 
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Indiana University Bloomington 
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Neal M. Rosendorf, Associate Professor of International Relations History, New Mexico State 
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University 


Aviel Roshwald, Professor of History, Georgetown University 
Lauren Faulkner Rossi, Assistant Professor, Simon Fraser University 


Michael Rothberg, 1939 Society Samuel Goetz Chair in Holocaust Studies, Professor of 
English and Comparative Literature, University of California, Los Angeles 
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Jennifer Siegel, Professor of History, The Ohio State University 
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Michigan State University 
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David Slucki, Assistant Professor in Jewish Studies, College of Charleston, co-director of 
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Dana Smith, Assistant Professor of Holocaust and Genocide Studies, Keene State College 
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Timothy Snyder, Richard C. Levin Professor of History, Yale University; Faculty Advisor 
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United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
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Lauren Stokes, Assistant Professor of History, Northwestern University 
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Ghettos 
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